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The 3 wjular Incompetence of the Valar
‘B u r r  K m A o b k
No Middle-earth enthusiast can fail to be in-
trigued by the Valar, the Guardians of the World. 
They are inextricably mingled with the history of 
the First Age and of most of the Second Age of 
Middle-earth. Admittedly, Valar-associated passa-
ges in The Lord of the Rings are fragmentary and 
some of them curiously phrased. Yet there is good 
reason not to let the paucity or peculiarity of the 
Valar information dissuade us from trying to put it 
together. Professor Tolkien is a scholar of the 
English language and its antecedents and has been 
intimately concerned with the historical development 
•f words and their meaning throughout his disting-
uished professional career. It is unreasonable to 
suggest that his choice of style is inadvertant or 
purposeless. Moreover, by any interpretation, the 
Valar seriously influence Middle-earth history and 
this provides another reason to be confident that 
the author was well aware of what he wrote, how he 
wrote it, and why he wrote it. The totality of The 
Lord of the Rings is a tribute to Tolkien's ability 
to handle enormous scope with meticulous attention 
to detail. It would be less than generous or logic-
al to assume that he was careless about this import-
ant aspect of the First Age of Middle-earth. 
Therefore, this article proceeds from the viewpoint 
that all of the Valar-associated passages mean what 
they say or allow some sensible interpretation.
The three questions examined in this article 
are (1) What kind of role did the Valar play as 
Guardians of the World? (2) What significant events 
occurred during the period of their guardianship?
And (3) What can we conclude about their performance 
in the light of these events?
THE. ROLE OF THE VALAR AS GUARDIANS 
OF THE WORLD
Tljje identity of the Valar is not clear.
Miller takes the position that the Valar were 
simply those Elves who together with the Noldor 
constituted the two high Kindreds of the Elves who 
came to the Undying West at the beginning of days. 
This position does not seem to be supported by the 
available evidence. In those few places where 
Tolkien refers to the Valar as other than the 
Guardians of the^World, he calls them "Lords of the 
West" (III, 392) , "Powers" (111,384), and "Angelic 
“Powers" (111,300). Since the emphasis of this ar-
ticle is on what the Valar did, the matter of iden-
tity is left an open question. We turn now to an 
inquiry concerning the nature of the role of the 
Valar as Guardians of the World.
1 Miller, D. M., Mankato State College Studies, Vol II #1, Feb 1967, Tolkien Papers
2 References to The Lord of the Rings are indicated parenthetically by volume and 
page number ot the Bailantine paperback edition and to The Hobbit in the Hou- 
ghton-Mifflin hard cover edition.
A "guardian," in contrast with the simpler 
term "guard," is one who keeps safe or secures in 
the sense of a custodian. From law there comes the 
definition that a guardian is one who has the care 
and management of the person or pr.operty (or both) 
of another, as of a minor or of a person incapable 
of managing his own affairs.
Now consider the phrase "of the World." It is 
enlightening to note that Tolkien did not choose 
either "Guardians of the Uttermost West" or "Guard-
ians of the Immortals." The former choice would 
have implied concern only with those living in the 
Undying Lands, the Valar and the Elves who were 
there or who came back there during the period of 
Guardianship. The latter choice would have implied 
concern both with those in the Far West and with a 
few Valar, such as Oromg the Hunter, who visited 
Middle-earth, with the "exiled" Elves, who left 
EressBa under FtJanor, and with other Elves in 
Middle-earth, all of whom would come again to Aman 
the Blessed (save Luthien and Arwen), if they sur-
vived to make the voyage. We are therefore led to 
the conclusion that the "World" of whom the Valar 
were the Guardians included the Elves and Men of 
Middle-earth. In view of Tolkien's repeated empha-
sis on the four speaking peoples of Middle-earth, we 
shall assume provisionally that the "World" also in-
cluded Dwarves and Hobbits.
In identifying the four speaking peoples of 
Middle-earth, we see an example of the difficulties 
we will be facing. In speaking of Luthien Tinuviel, 
Tolkien says (111,388), "... but her mother was 
Melian of the people of the Valar." (Underlines 
mine.) If the "people of the Valar" were Valar 
themselves, and not the Elves of EressHa who were 
certainly under the dominion of the Valar, we wonder 
whether there were not five speaking peoples in the 
World if not in Middle-earth. Indeed, the story of 
EMrendil, as we can sift it out of the haunting 
verse of Bilbo (1,310), seems to indicate that the 
Valar spoke in words. A second scintilla of evi-
dence pointing in this direction is the statement of 
the. herb-master (111,172) who was about to speak 
"of the Valinorean" tongue when Elessar cut him off. 
One could conclude that the "noble tongue" meant 
Sindarin and that the "Valinorean" meant Quenya, as 
Elessar's answer seems to indicate. Indeed, Quenya 
was (111,306) " an ancient tongue of Eldamar beyond 
the Sea" and the Valar, living in Valinor west of 
Eldamar which was on the coast of Aman the Blessed, 
might also have spoken Valinorean and taught it to 
the Eldar when they arrived. We note in passing 
that this "correct" number of speaking peoples of 
Middle-earth is further confounded by Tolkien's 
initial description of the Ents in Appendix F (III, 
310). Surely the animals and vegetation of Middle- 
earth cannot be said to qualify for "Guardianship" 
and the land itself, in particular Beleriand (III,
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507), was not safe against the power of Morgoth even 
when he was at last defeated through help from the 
Valar obtained by Earendil (111,389)• So we re-
strict the "World" to Elves, Men, Dwarves and Hob-
bits living in Middle-earth during the period of 
Guardianship,
Let us now consider the Valar in the Guardian 
role more closely. As protectors in the sense of 
guards, the Valar would seem to have some responsi-
bility to protect the World from that which can 
bring severe harm to it. Certainly, Morgoth and 
Sauron qualify as major threats to the World, There-
fore, as Guardians of the World, the Valar ought to 
be responsible for protecting the World from the e- 
vil influences of these two entities, at least.
The question might be raised as to whether the 
Valar had the capability to serve as Guardians of 
the World, There appears to be ample evidence that 
they were capable of actions which far transcended 
even the powers of the Elves. Among other things 
they destroyed the mightiest fleet the world had 
ever known (111,392), tore Elenna (111,392) asunder 
so that it sank and thus destroyed the rest of the 
Numenoreans save Elendil and his group of the faith-
ful, granted the option of Immortality to the Half- 
Elven and their children, not to mention eventually 
giving the aid to Men and Elves by which Morgoth was 
cast down. So we conclude that the Valar had the 
fire-power. Whether they had the judgement or the 
inclination to use it is a matter which merits fur-
ther examination.
EVENTS PERTINENT TO THE ROLE 
OF THE VALAR
In addition to citing events of the First Age, 
we must set the "prehistorical" perspective. In 
particular, we seek a starting point at which Men, 
Elves and Dwarves existed, and possibly Hobbits (al-
though their role was of less moment in earliest 
days) and we seek a time point when there existed e- 
nough possibility of threat to the World to make the 
Guardian role relevant. There is evidence that 
there were points in time before the stars existed 
(1,117)« before the Sun and Moon existed (Hobbit 
178; I,l82; III,519)i before there were rivers and 
trees (I,18 2 ) and before^there was any evil at all 
in Middle-earth (I,182). We direct our attention 
to a time after these celestial and terrestrial de-
tails had been taken care of, after two of the three 
High Kindreds of the Elves had made it to Eressga 
(III,519)i after Men had come into existence, and 
after Aul8, the Smith (probably one of the Valar) 
had created (111,518) the Naugrim, the ancestors of 
the Dwarves. At this point, of course, both Tom 
Bombadil and Fangorn and other Ents had been around 
quite a while. We require also the first signs of 
evil and these would seem to be the arrival and 
starting to breed of the Nazgul steeds (III,l40), 
the emergence of black-hearted trees older than Fan-
gorn (11,89) such as the Great Willow (I,l8l), the 
coming into being of the Watcher in the Water (I, 
403), and possibly (the spirit of) Caradhras the 
Cruel (1,378). By this time Oromg the Great, hunts-
man of the Valar, had long since hunted in Middle- 
earth (111,395). Although OromB may have been the 
’•only" Valar who came "often" to Middle-earth, it is
aut^or article has in preparation an in-depth treatment of ancient
Middle-earth history provisionally entitled A Chronology of Events Before and 
During the First Age of Middle-earth.
clear that Melian of the people of the Valar came 
(at least once) to the city-state of Doriath in 
Beleriand to wed King Thingol Greycloak and thus be-
come the mother of Ldthien (111,388). And by this 
time Durin the Deathless, earliest descendant of the 
Naugrim, had awakened (l,4ll) to become (Hobbit 64) 
the eldest of the Seven (111,438) Fathers of the two 
races of Dwarves, and the named Father of the Long- 
beard race, that of Gimli, Gloin, Thorin Oakenshield, 
etc.
We now cite in narrative fashion the events 
that seem relevant to the performance of the Valar 
as Guardians of the World. In each case the event 
should be viewed as being allowed to happen as well 
as just an occurrence of the Elder Days.
Morgoth, the (first) Great Enemy, Dark Power of 
the North, arrives "from Outside" and establishes 
Angband (iron-place) (I,l82). Morgoth creates 
trolls (hill-trolls, cave trolls), Ungoliant (sire 
of Shelob), Balrogs and Orcs (11,113; 111,511; I,
46l; 11,423). Morgoth builds the fortress of
Thangorodrim in Angband, later Angmar (iron-home) 
and corrupts Sauron to become his servant; whatever 
creature Sauron was, he was not evil in the begin-
ning (1,351? 11,452). Evil things come to the hid-
den vales of Neldoreth (1,421? 11,423). Morgoth
creates Ancalagon, the Black, Scatha and other drag-
ons (1,94) and Shelob is born and goes into the 
Mountains of Terror in Neldoreth of Beleriand (II,
422).
It is now well into the First Age and in Eres- 
s^a Fganor has wrought the three silmarilli and the 
seven palantiri. Morgoth somehow learns (see El- 
rond; 1,347) of the Great Jewels and covets them. 
Morgoth assails (!) Valinor (1,317? 1,328; 1,347),
poisons the two Trees, steals the silmarilli and 
flees (?) back across the Sea to Thangorodrim where 
he mounts the Jewels in his iron crown. The Valar 
refuse to approve of F&anor's announced intent to 
recover the Jewels "by force" and consider FSanor 
and the other Noldor who leave with him to be ex-
iles. "Thereafter followed the hopeless war of the 
Eldar and the Edain against £tke fortress Than-
gorodrim, in which they [the Elves and the Edain] 
were at last utterly defeated." (1 1 1 ,388; under-
lines mi ne) Dragons and ores destroy the hidden 
city of Gondolin (Hobbit 43), Nogrod and Belegost 
in the Blue Mountains are ruined (111,439), and the 
greater part of Beleriand is destroyed and sinks 
into the sea (11,90) including Doriath and Nargoth- 
rond. Sometime during this strife Beren and Luthien 
manage to steal one silmaril from Morgoth's iron 
crown and "cast him down [!]" (111,389) but two gen-
erations must pass before Earendil, "speaking as 
ambassador of both Elves and Men," obtains the 
"help" by which Morgoth is overthrown (permanently) 
although Sauron survives and goes into hiding (III, 
389). For their valiant aid to the Elves in the war 
against Morgoth, the Valar "grant" the Isle of Elen-
na to the Edain and the Edain establish Numenor 
there. But the Valar forbid them to sail out of 
sight of Elenna towards Aman the Blessed and forbid 
them ever to set foot upon Aman, even though far-
sighted men can from Numenor*s highest point "see" 
EressSa in Eldamar near Valinor on Aman (111,390).
During the Second Age Sauron arises again, 
forges the One Ring of Power in Mount Orodruin in 
Mordor, makes war on the Elves, destroys Eregion and
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overruns Eriador. The Numenoreans (Men, not Elves 
or Valar) come back with a great fleet and defeat 
Sauron who survives and flees. The nine ring- 
wraiths (the Nazgul) appear and Sauron regroups but 
is forced to surrender by Ar-Pharazon, who takes him 
back to Numenor where Sauron corrupts the Numenore-
ans and causes them after some sixty years to assail 
Valinor in the ’’hope'1 that possession of the Undying 
Lands will bring immortality. So the Valar, the 
"Lords of the West" (111,392), "laid down their 
Guardianship and called upon the One, and the World 
was changed. Numenor was thrown down and swallowed 
in the Sea," (111,392) but Sauron "survives" and re-
turns to Middle-earth as an evil spirit who can nev-
er again assume a form fair to men. Not that this 
was much of a handicap since later Sauron twice 
comes close to enslaving Middle-earth.
THE TALLY SHEET
Well, there you have it. Morgoth is allowed to 
come, establish his realm and create-evil of all 
sorts. He is then allowed to steal the Jewels and 
equally important, to poison the Two Trees, which 
"gave light" to the land of the Valar. He is al-
lowed to decimate the Elves and Edain in a "hope-
less war" and to destroy, possibly with the aid of 
Sauron, virtually all of Beleriand. When two gener-
ations later, EMrendil does get the help needed to 
defeat Morgoth, EMrendil never gets home and Sauron 
escapes the breaking of Thangorodrim and the des-
truction of Morgoth. ' Sauron is allowed to run ram-
pant and later to corrupt the Niimenoreans to the 
point where they break the Ban. At this point the 
Valar cause many thousands of Numenorean men, women 
and children to die while destroying their fleet and 
their homeland, but the Valar fail to take care of 
Sauron.
It is interesting that the Valar are against 
the use of force by FManor to recover the Silmarilli. 
They are even willing to let Valinor be unlighted.
Yet when EMrendil finally gets the help (unspeci-
fied) to defeat Morgoth, he is removed from the 
land of the living and Thangorodrim is broken.
The "breaking" of a fortress is not a gentle under-
taking.
Other passages pertinent to this point are: 
"...in the battle of the Valar when the world was 
young." (111,138), "And yet not so many, not so 
fair, as when Thangorodrim was. broken." (1,319), 
and finally, "The First Age ended with the Great 
Battle, in which the Host of Valinor broke Thangoro-
drim and overthrew Morgoth." (111,^52, underlines 
mine) The first quote makes it certain that the Val-
ar did use force occasionally. The last two quotes 
refer to a victory made possible by help from the 
Valar, so, even if the "Host of Valinor" was com-
posed of Elves, who survived the earlier hopeless 
war, the use of force was enabled if not used by the 
Valar themselves to secure the victory. And what a 
fantastic price the descendants of the valiant Edain 
had to pay because Sauron was allowed to escape Mor-
goth* s destruction. What a price the Noldor had to 
pay for Morgoth's actions for as Tolkien says (III, 
319)* "...but the history of those that returned to 
Middle-earth in exile was grievous..." Does this 
sound as if we have competent Guardians with a 
consistent policy to protect their charges?
Finally, we admit that the Valar were not their 
own final authority. They were responsible to "the • 
One’* (111,392) or to (and possibly the same) "the 
Elder King" (1,310; 1,392), the latter of whom at 
least appears not to have been one of the Valar him-
self. We find, for example, that "the Valar were 
not permitted to take from them [Numenorean^ the 
Gift of Men..." (111,390; underlines mine).
Even so, we must conclude that the Valar them-
selves bear a heavy share of the responsibility for 
being Guardians of the World.
How well did they perform as Guardians of the 
World? It is hard to imagine how they could have 
done more poorly. If one accepts the responsibility 
of being a guardian, that responsibility includes 
protecting his ward from harm by whatever means are 
appropriate to divert or obviate that harm. They 
appear to have been grossly inconsistent about the 
use of force. They decided at long last, when their 
charges had been all but wiped out, to enable the 
use of force at the urging of a man who was able to 
obtain a hearing only because he had a talisman made 
by an Elf they had exiled. When that force was 
used, they omitted to deal also with Sauron who al-
ready had tortured the very hills (1,3^0). As 
Guardians of the World, the Valar were, to be spe-
cific, tragically incompetent.
Even if defensible, this conclusion in no way 
detracts from Tolkien’s magnificent work. Rather we 
are led to wonder why Tolkien chose this kind of 
performance for his Guardians of the World, a much 
more difficult question. And if the answer to this 
question is not to be found in The Lord of the Rings 
we have yet another reason to be eager for the pub-
lishing of the Silmarillion for Tolkien tells us 
(111*389) that "of these things jjln the First Age] 
the full tale, and much else concerning Elves and 
Men, is told in the Silmarillion."
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